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Anne Gianakos ‘08 with Professors Kimmarie Murphy and Bruce Hardy
Kenyon College Summer Anthropology 2007
1. Abstract
Today’s senior citizens have experienced many significant changes in the 
American foodstream first hand. By interviewing individuals of this age cohort, 
this study sought to reconstruct how people interacted with predominantly local 
food sources prior to delocalization and industrialization of the foodstream 
around the mid- to late twentieth century. Common themes that emerged from 
these interviews include the following: Behaviors involving food shaped gender 
norms and community interactions. The perceived value of male versus female 
labor was related to a household’s relative dependency on the cash economy. 
Communities were structured so as to support year-round use of locally 
produced foods. Current efforts to better utilize local food resources may benefit 
from information concerning how people relied on local foods in the past.
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I am grateful for the contributions of Alice Cree, Paul Higgins, Elizabeth Lewis, Prof. of Sociology Howard Sacks, 
and especially Megan Duffy. Anthropology Professors Bruce Hardy and Kimmarie Murphy provided me with 
invaluable guidance and instilled in me a love of fresh local food. This project was funded by the McGregor 
Foundation.
 Much of the previous research into elderly populations and food has focused 
on how aging affects one’s nutritional status (see Lee and Frongillo 2001, 
Marshall et al. 2001, Pearson et al. 1999).
 Mckie has observed that older people are “well-placed to consider the 
continuities and shifts in dietary beliefs and practices” (1999:529). For the project 
at hand, I used senior citizens memories of food and season extension to 
understand how national shifts in food production, consumption, and 
preservation were felt at the local level, among a group of central Ohioans.
 Season extension refers to practices 
(such as canning, freezing, salting, drying, 
etc.) which allow people to utilize products 
past the local growing season. Though 
formerly a necessity, season extension 
has largely fallen out of practice with the 
growth of supermarkets which provide 
steady supplies of products from all over 
the world regardless of the local growing 
season (fig. 1). 
Figure 1. Canned strawberry jam is a product which extends the season (NCHFP 2007).
 Participants were solicited at a local assisted living facility and at the Mount 
Vernon, Ohio Farmers Market. I also contacted people who were reported to 
have a particular interest in season extension and who fit the age demographic.
 I modeled my interviews after the food-centered life histories devised by 
Counihan (2002) and Taggart (2002). 
Pseudonym Age Childhood/Early Adult Home Current Residence
Frances 86 Fredericktown, OH Local assisted living facility
Jim 67
Bladensburg, OH
Detroit, MI
Local assisted living facility
Henry 94 St. Louisville, OH Local assisted living facility
Janet 80 Knox County Local assisted living facility
Eveline Late 70s Vermont Danville
Robert Early 80s Michigan Danville (husband of above)
Margaret Late 60s Gambier Gambier
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Gendered Division of Labor: Women in Gardens v. Men in Fields
Frances and her husband lived on a 30 acre farm in Fredericktown. “We 
had just about everything,” she remarked. Everything included sweet corn, 
berries, tomatoes, asparagus, many different types of potatoes, beans, peas, 
onions, and other items from the garden. She preserved many of these food 
items by freezing them. Frances’ family also raised their own pigs and cows for 
meat, though caring for these animals was mostly her sons’ and husband’s 
responsibility. A large part of their farm was devoted to growing hay to feed the 
animals. Sometimes her two daughters would join the men outside if they 
needed extra help baling the hay. Frances spent more time looking after the 
chickens, which were mostly for eggs but sometimes for meat. 
Season Extension as Women’s Work
Jim recalled his female relatives canning meat, drying beans, and making 
jelly. Jim seemed to lament being “left out for all those things.” He would have 
liked to learn how to can and cook food. He said there was an unspoken division 
of labor, which, looking back, he considers pretty unrealistic. 
“Frozen foods [fig. 2] are more like fresh foods 
than those either canned or dried. Freezing keeps 
the natural color, fresh flavor and nutritive 
qualities of most foods better than any other 
known method of preservation” (Ball Blue Book of 
Preserving 2006:88)
Figure 2. Frozen fruits and vegetables in a chest freezer (NCHFP 
2007)
Figure 3. A pressure-canner 
(NCHFP 2007)
High-acid foods (including pickles and fruits) 
can be canned in a bath of boiling water.
Some foods (including meat, green beans, 
and corn) have low levels of natural acid. 
These foods must be canned at very high 
temperatures in order to kill off certain 
bacteria (e.g. Staph) and spores (e.g. those 
that cause botulism). The pressurized steam 
inside a pressure canner (fig. 3) reaches 
temperatures as high as 240°F, which is 
sufficient to kill any dangerous 
microorganisms.
Reversal of Gender Roles
Janet also recognized a division of labor by gender, but emphasized that 
she did not conform to it. Her sister would help their mother in the kitchen; they’d 
can “100 quarts of everything.” Janet would help her brothers with the team out 
in the fields. She was proud that she did hard work just like one of the guys. 
Janet also appreciated all the food her whole family was able to produce and 
preserve: “I grew up during the Depression, but we never went hungry.”
Community Freezers
Margaret, Robert, and Eveline all mentioned public freezing lockers where 
families could store large amounts of food. Robert’s family usually rented 1 or 2 
lockers per season. They would have a whole cow butchered and then go to the 
locker in the wintertime to collect various pieces of meat as they were needed. 
Margaret explained that Lanning’s rented lockers because not everyone could 
afford a big enough freezer at that time; metal was scarce just after World War II. 
Extra Labor
Jim’s family moved from Ohio to Detroit, Michigan when he was 5. As a 
teenager, he spent his summers helping out on his grandfather’s and uncle’s 
farm in Bladensburg, Ohio.
Frances’ sons often helped out the neighbors during especially busy times 
of year. Her mother-in-law would come in from Bladensburg every year when it 
came time to “put down” the sweet corn. 
 All of the people I interviewed this summer remarked on the striking difference 
in quality between locally grown foods of their youth/early adulthood and foods 
one might find in the supermarket nowadays. The latter were perceived as 
incredibly inferior.
 Surveys conducted at the Mt. Vernon Farmers Market have revealed that 
consumers of all ages are increasingly seeking out local food sources out of 
dissatisfaction with the industrial foodstream (Hardy et al. 2007).
 Examining senior’s memories of food and season extension allows us to 
appreciate how real people relied almost exclusively on local foods.
 People nowadays can adopt food practices of the past (e.g. canning and the 
use of communal labor/storage spaces) to better utilize their local food sources. 
A better understanding of how to extend the season is essential to the continued 
growth of a sustainable, local foodstream.
Food-centered life histories highlight the broader cultural context of food 
production, preservation, etc. Interview data not only revealed a fairly “traditional” 
division of food tasks by gender, but also that this division was quite flexible 
depending on a family’s immediate needs. Data also revealed how communities 
were structured so as to promote the use of local foods.
